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Feline Elimination Disorders


The leading cause of surrender of cats to shelters is behavioral problems.  One of the most common problems cited is elimination disorders.   Before any behavioral diagnoses can be made, a thorough history and medical workup are necessary to rule out medical causes of elimination disorders.  Irritation of the urinary bladder secondary to cystitis or bladder stones can make a cat more likely to deposit urine in all areas of the house.  Even if a medical cause is found, some discussion on behavioral problems is in order.  The minimal medical workup for urinary problems includes a urinalysis, radiographs of the abdomen, and a complete blood panel, especially thyroid testing in cats over 8 years old.

Behavioral diagnoses of feline elimination disorders include house soiling and urine marking.  Cats with house soiling often suffer from litter pan aversion, that is, these cats find something objectionable about their litter pan.  Urine marking is simply kitty graffiti, a statement that this territory belongs to the cat.  Stress, from the cat’s point of view, can lead to either form of disorder.  House soiling is characterized by urine and feces deposited outside of the pan on horizontal surfaces, while urine marking is characterized by the deposition of urine only, especially on vertical surfaces.


House soiling is most often due to litter pan aversion.  Any reward, such as petting or treats, will be seen as punishment to cats actively using a litter pan.  So, unlike dogs, the best reward system is strict adherence to the Litter Pan Rules.
Litter Pan Rules
1. There should be one litter pan per cat plus one.  If you have three cats, there should be four litter pans.

2. Litter pans should be as large as possible, at least 1.5 times the length of the body of the largest cat in the house.
3. Scoop litter pans twice daily.

4. Place at least one litter pan on each floor of the house.

5. Do not use hoods or liners.

6. Litter pans should be located in low traffic areas, away from dog kennels and noisy appliances.

7. Litter pans should not be near feeding areas.

8. Some cats have special needs, for instance, older cats may prefer litter pans with lower sides.

9. Litter should be deep enough so that urine deposits can be scooped easily, at least 2-3”.  Some cats like to be able to scratch the bottom of the pan, so do not overfill the pan.
10. Do not use strong cleaners to wash litter pans and to clean around them.  Avoid citrus or ammonia based cleansers.  

Litter preference studies show that cats usually prefer scoopable litters with the smallest particles, not heavily scented, and carbon based. Your cat may have different preferences.   A litter pan smorgasbord can be set up with different types of litters to determine which litter the cat prefers.  Outdoor cats may prefer a mixture of peat moss and standard clay litter to approximate the texture of soil.

Urine marking is best controlled by decreasing territorial stress for the cat.  Do not feed stray cats.  Consider neutering feral cats that hang around your house.  “Territory” for a cat is not limited by the exterior walls of a house.  Spay and neuter all indoor cats.  Set up litter pans to collect urine spray.  Seal all ceramic tile or stone floors to prevent urine penetration.  Use Feloway, especially in diffusers around litter pan areas. Follow the Litter Pan Rule described above.  Watch for other cats, in the house, which guard access to litter pans.  Medications may be necessary to decrease anxiety in the offending cat.  If other cats are in the household, the interactions between all cats must be analyzed.
